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Abstract
The  article  presents  the  use  of  politeness  formulas  in  business  e-mail  exchanges
contrastively for English and Romanian. Salutations, terms of address, solicitudes, seasonal
greetings,  complimentary  closes  and  closing  formulas  are  analyzed  in  email  exchanges
written  in  English,  respectively  in  Romanian  by  employees  working  in  a  multinational
company.  Special  attention  is  paid  to  the  choice  of  grammatical  structures  and  of
vocabulary items used in this type of professional communication.
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Electronic  mail  has  become  one  of  the  most  frequently  used  means  of
business communication. It has been adopted by people all over the world due to
its particularities. These special characteristics (rapidness, low cost, replicability,
accessibility),  have  influenced  business  people’s  preference  for  electronic  mail.
From the point of view of functional styles, electronic mail is considered to be a
combination between oral and written communication, still there are few papers
analyzing  this  newly  emerged  variety.  There  are  many  questions  that  need  an
answer regarding this mixed type: how does this combination between oral and
written  communication  actually  function,  are  there  any  preferred  linguistic
strategies that are constantly involved, do people prefer certain vocabulary items,
have there been established certain patterns, etc.
In this article the use of politeness formulas in business e-mails is analyzed
for  English  and  Romanian  contrastively.  The  attention  is  focused  on  fixed
politeness elements of minimal length and complexity. The politeness formulas
that are scrutinized hereon are salutations, terms of address, solicitudes, seasonal
greetings, thanks and apologies, complimentary closes and closing formulas. The
analysis  has  been  performed  on  a  number  of  300  business  emails  exchanged
between  professionals  working  in  a  multinational  company,  some  professionals
working on Romanian territory and others in foreign countries. The language of
these  exchanges  is  English,  but  attention  is  drawn  upon  the  fact  that  not  all
business professionals are native speakers of English, some are native speakers,
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The  analyzed  emails  constitute  a  mixed  lot,  from  the  point  of  view  of
length, structure and content. The frequency of the exchanges between pairs of
recipients varies from several emails a day to one exchange in the entire analyzed
period. The emails were gathered over a period of ten work days in the spring of
2008 and have not been selected in any way. The analyzed business emails are not
the only means of communication used between these people, videoconferencing,
phone calls and face-to-face conversations are also used by these professionals.
In any given situation, the choice of a certain set of politeness formulas
depends greatly on the level of formality, therefore the analyzed emails have been
classified, according to the level of formality, into three categories: regular emails
exchanged between co-workers (referred to as the first category), emails exchanged
with professionals belonging to other organizational structures, either messages to
establish a first contact or subsequent messages (referred to as the second category)
and emails that are official organizational announcements, containing information
about company accomplishments (referred to as the third category).
The first category is the bulkiest and most dynamic. The entire group is
characterized  by  a  low  level  of  formality  and  is  made  of  224  messages,
representing  75%  of  total  received  messages.  It  contains  a  large  inventory  of
politeness formulas, but these consist of minimal items or very simple punctual
structures; in some cases  fixed polite elements  are  missing. Usually one  single
piece  of  information  is  introduced  and  the  email  consists  of  a  few  words,
resembling more the replies of a face-to-face conversation.
The  second  category  contains  64  messages,  representing  21%  of  all
messages,  these  emails  are  meant  to  establish  a  first  business  contact,  or  are
subsequent exchanges, addressed to suppliers, auditors and other professionals that
are not part of same corporation. All emails in this group have a formal tone; they
resemble  most  to  what  is  commonly  considered  a  business  letter.  Politeness
formulas that are used in this group resemble considerably those used in traditional
business  letters.  They  have  a  more  elaborate  structure  and  a  well-established
inventory and placement in the message.
The  third  category  contains  only  12  messages,  representing  4%  of  all
analyzed  messages.  These  emails  in  fact  contain  official  information  regarding
important company achievements and structural changes (new divisions, mergers
and important personnel changes usually regarding top managerial positions. This
is a special group of business emails, resembling more to a set of company press
releases.  They  have  an  official  tone,  which  corresponds  with  a  high  level  of
formality, still few politeness formulas are used.
All three categories of business email messages have both an external and
an internal component, this being a particularity of electronic communication. The
external component which may contain politeness formulas is the subject; still the
use of such elements is noted only in the first group. The subject line of the emails
in the first category frequently indicates the urgent nature of the message. More
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confirmation – please reply, please answer asap, urgent – please reply, etc. Other
subjects point out how important the message is, and a phrase like important -
please read carefully is used. As it can be easily noted, even if message contain a
low  level  of  formality,  messages  labeled  as  urgent,  frequently  have  the  word
‘please’  included  in  the  subject  lines.  This  association  is  made  to  soften  the
imperativeness of the word ‘urgent’. The presence of the word ‘please’ signals
consideration for other people’s problems, and indicates awareness of the fact that
one’s priority is not always everybody’s priority. The other two categories do not
contain  politeness  formulas  in  the  external  component;  in  the  second  category
because the subject line is a summary of the content (for example: proposal for
cooperation,  additional  information  about  December  agreement,  approved
manufacturers) and the subject line of the third category is invariably the same:
organizational announcement, hence no politeness items are used here.
The internal component of the analyzed business emails has numerous and
varied politeness formulas. The occurrence of politeness has been analyzed for all
three categories in the three theoretical sections of the email message: the opening
section,  the  body  of  the  message  and  the  closing  section.  The  opening  section
usually  contains  salutations  made  of  greeting  formulas  with  or  without  the
association  of  an  address  term;  the  body  of  the  message  may  con  thanks  and
apologies, seasonal greetings, solitudes.
The internal component of the business email has several elements which
are common to the business letter: an opening line or salutation, the body of the
message, a closing line and a closing formula, accompanied by the sender’s name
and title. However, this structure is applicable according to Caudron (2000: 32)
only in the case of a new subject email; the salutation, and even the closing phrase,
may be missing in the case of a reply, or when several emails are exchanged on the
same  topic.  This  characteristic  is  borrowed  from  direct  interaction,  where  one
never greets or takes leave after a single reply. This is customary at the beginning
or at the end of the conversation. Consequently, business emails do not require a
salutation or a closing phrase, unless there is a new subject line.
This  research  however  shows  that  Caudron’s  findings  are  partially
accurate. It is true that  emails in the first group have such formulas with new
subject  lines,  but  not  in  all  cases.  There  are  situations  in  which  the  topic  is
continued in the next business day or there is a longer time interval between the
messages exchanged on a certain topic, for these cases salutations and closing lines
are used. (E.g. Hi, Jeff, it’s me again. or Hello Tom, on second thoughts I think we
can solve this in a different way.) Furthermore, some of the analyzed emails do not
have a salutation, but they contain a closing formula. (E.g. Speak to you later!, I’ll
get back on that!, Well that’s all could find so far. Bye for now!) The emails in the
second group contradict even more Caudron’s theory. All 64 messages have these
polite formulas at the beginning and at the end of the email, even if the exchanges
have the same subject line. Organizational announcements also have opening and
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employees, dear employees, dear colleagues and at the end regards, or no closing
formula, just the name and title of the sender.
Another element that needs attention is the use of the signature in 96% of
all messages. By ‘signature’ reference is made here to the standard and automatic
addition of the sender’s full name and complete contact information at the end of
the  email,  and  it  is  distinct  from  writing  the  sender’s  name  at  the  end  of  the
message. The practice of using what is in this article called “a signature is present
in  288  messages,  with  the  exception  of  the  group  labeled  as  “organizational
messages”,  all emails have a  signature.  We are  aware of the fact that, it is an
automatic addition to the message, still its presence or absence in the email is
established by the sender of the email. If the sender has chosen to insert a signature
it means that this is viewed as necessary. Indeed the elements of a signature (full
name, job title, company name, company address in full, company phone numbers,
the sender’s mobile and email address) are important contact information for the
world of business. In this way the recipient has available at all times this crucial
information about the sender.
Organizational announcements do not have a signature inserted at the end
of the message, but they have the information about the sender, such as the full
name, job title and name of the department inserted at the end of the message. Job
titles like president, vicepresident, CEO, head of Asia Pacific Division are used to
give weight to the message. Three organizational announcements have two people
signing the same message, the president and the vice-president of the respective
division  (one  displayed  to  the  right  and  the  other  to  the  left).  In  this  way  the
message seems even more official. However, the contact information (like email,
phone or fax) is not included at the end of the message, since it is not necessary for
the recipient and since the recipient is not required to send a reply. Professionals
will follow the organizational structures to communicate to their supervisors or
higher-ups,  so  top  managers’  contact  information  although  available,  is  not
included in these emails.
An interesting particularity, involving the signature in emails belonging to
the first group, is the fact that the signature is doubled by sender’s first name. 202
emails, (out of 224) belonging to the first group, end with a variant of the sender’s
name which is followed by the signature. Even if the full name of the sender is
included in the automatic signature, the sender feels the need to end the message
differently, in a way that reflects more accurately the level of formality that exists
in that particular relationship. Having the name of the sender written twice in an
email message is chiefly a particularity of emails belonging to the first group. This
element is not signaled in the other two categories.
In fact, the signature is impersonal and official and it does not match the
informal tone of these emails. Therefore the sender prefers to use a different variety
to identify himself/ herself, a variety which is more appropriate for the informal
relationship  existing  between  sender  and  recipient.  If  the  signature  follows  the
same rules as in written communication, being positioned on the left side of theStudia Universitatis “Vasile Goldiş” Arad                                 Economics Series  Vol 22 Issue 3/2012
126
page and containing contact information in the full, the other signature does not
obey any of these rules. It is made of the sender’s first name. The first name can be
either unchanged (e.g. Adrian, Tom, Garry, Gerd, Sonia, Lia, etc.) or shortened
(e.g. Adi, G., Cristi, adi n.). These first names are written without a capital letter
(e.g. adi n.), they are shortened to a minimum (e.g. G.), or placed on the same line
with the closing formula (e.g. Regards, Gram). These names indicate once more
the  relationship  existing  between  these  professionals,  and  not  the  automatic
signature that is also displayed at the end of the message.
Emails of the first category are also the most interesting ones from the
point  of  view  of  the  tools  used  to  render  the  content  more  vividly.  An  email
message  in  the  business  environment  is  hypothetically  void  of  such  features.
However, many of the analyzed emails contain elements that may be seen as efforts
of  taking  professional  communication  out  of  a  daily  routine.  Professionals  that
work  together  10  hours  a  day,  exchanging  numerous  messages  everyday  and
sharing  and  solving  their  work  problems,  regardless  of  the  fact  that  they  are
situated  on  different  continents,  form  a  business  family.  Therefore,  any
professional communication in a certain business family allows more freedom than
in the case of occasional business exchanges. Even if these emails are short and
oriented towards one specific piece of information, the messages are ‘spiced up’
with various elements such as acronyms, emoticons, use of various colors for the
text,  different  sizes  of  text,  uncommon  use  of  punctuations  marks,  etc.  The
occurrence of these elements in the other two groups is extremely rare.
Acronyms  appear  both  with  reference  to  professional  information
exchanges (e.g. fyi, asap) or to personal life (e.g. Have a nice WE!). One possible
explanation for the presence of acronyms is given by Angel & Heslop (1994: 111),
who consider the use of contractions as a means of creating a conversational style
that is not intimidating. There may be other reasons for the use of acronyms, such
as saving time when writing the message or force of habit (especially fyi and asap
are frequently used in the business jargon).
Emoticons or similies are noted in the first category, but are absent in the
second and the third group. The main function of emoticons, generally speaking
without specific reference to professional communication, is to make up for the
major drawback of written communication, namely the impossibility of rendering
non-verbal  cues  that  are  present  in  direct  interaction  (Nistorescu,  2006:  113).
However, the occurrence of emoticons is not as extensive as one may think, only
15% of first category emails have such elements in their structure. The preferred
emoticons  are: )-: or (-:  and  they  are  used  only  in  association  with  personal
commentaries about professional occurrences (being right or wrong about certain
data, information or expressing one’s feelings about something). Occasionally the
emoticon :-\ is used to express dissatisfaction.
The use of a different color of the text of the message is chiefly used to
underline  certain  important  bits  of  information.  The  color  red  is  preferred,  but
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information,  changes  operated  on  previously  transmitted  data,  prices,  etc.
Sometimes  both  blue  and  red  are  used  in  the  same  message.  This  practice  is
recorded in 21% of the messages in the first group and 2% of the messages in the
second group; it is not accounted for in the third category. Rarely this practice is
associated with different sizes of the text.
Punctuation is used for emphasizing purposes as well. The most common
practice is the repetition of the punctuation mark in order to underline something. It
is present in 26 % of the messages. The generally preferred punctuation marks
involved in repetition are the exclamation mark and the question mark. They are
used  mostly  in  messages  in  which  contradictory  pieces  of  information  are
discussed or in which professionals wish to point out something. The punctuation
marks appear not only repeated, but sometimes colored red or having a different
character size than the rest of the text. Punctuation used for emphasizing purposes
does not appear in the second and the third category. However, even if certain
punctuation  marks  are  used  repeatedly  in  the  first  category  of  emails  in  some
occasions, the same category is illustrative for the lack of punctuation marks in the
body  of  the  message,  especially  commas.  Second  and  third  categories  have
punctuation marks used according to grammar rules.
The focus on the form of the emails, just like in the case of the content,
shows considerable more variety in the first category and more consistency in the
second  and  third  categories.  The  emails  exchanges  between  co-workers  have
various layouts, with the salutation or the closing phrase written on the same row
with the body of the message; either both elements or only one of them. The block
format,  also  the  most  frequent  format  in  business  letters,  is  preferred  in  most
emails, 90% of all analyzed emails have the left alignment. The remaining 10 % is
the semi-block format which appears only in first category of emails. Thus the
salutation and the closing phrase are placed in the center of the page, while the
name is on the right hand side. However, the signature is always aligned to the left.
In conclusion, this study has pointed out that business professionals use
various structures and styles in their everyday activity. These structures and styles
depend on the relationship existing between these professionals. They exchange
more emails with other professionals from the same corporation than with people
from a different company. These emails have a low level of formality and record
the greatest variation in form and style. They reflect more the dynamics of oral
communication, and have little resemblance to written communication. The emails
exchanged with business professionals belonging to different corporations have a
formal tone and are similar to traditional business letters. The special category of
emails containing organizational announcements, emailed to the employees of a
corporation, due to the informational content have a special structure and tone. The
structure is that of a press release, whereas the tone is official. Due to the fact that
organizational announcements do not constitute ordinary exchanges, as a reply is
never  customary,  they  constitute  a  special  subcategory  in  professional
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In order to see more clearly the differences that appear within the three
categories presented above, a more detailed analysis of the fixed structures of the
emails is necessary. Fixed structures, such as salutations, terms of address, closing
phrases and complimentary closes, can give more information about how business
professionals  use  linguistic  tools  to  communicate  efficiently  and  effectively.  In
everyday interaction these fixed structures indicate to what extent emails belong to
written or to oral communication.
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